Ithough in need of a good 

laundering when it was taken 

down from the museum 
entry hall after Hillman’s work, the 
Star-Spangled Banner couldn’t sim- 
ply be dropped off at the dry clean- 
ers. In December 1998, museum 
employees gingerly laid it flat on a 
temporary platform for an inspec- 
tion. The conservation team drew a 
map of all the holes, tears, and stains 
on every square inch of the flag. 

Conservators found Armistead’s 
signature on the flag, as well as a 
needle left from its 1914 restoration. A 
puzzling red chevron on one of the white 
stripes, Taylor thinks, was an aborted at- 
tempt to sew the Armistead family mono- 
gram onto the flag. “The surface of the flag 
is like an archeological dig,” he says. “It 
contains traces of everything that hap- 
pened to it.” 

From its years of hanging in the muse- 
um, the banner has collected enough dust 
and grime to make a vacuum cleaner 
salesman jump for joy. One of Thomassen- 
Krauss’ colleagues says that micrographs 
of the dust collected from the surface look 
like “Bourbon Street after Mardi Gras.” 

The conservators gave the flag a light 
vacuuming before they wound it onto a 
big cardboard tube like a giant roll of pa- 
per towels. They then moved it upstairs 


Mary Ballard, Smithsonian 


A sample of dust vacuumed from the Star-Spangled 
Banner includes clay particles, vegetable matter, 
synthetic fibers, and lint magnified 300-fold. 


into a new conservation laboratory that 
doubles as an exhibit. 

The lab is a huge, climate-controlled 
clean room not unlike ones used to make 
computer chips. A large, adjustable table 
supports the flag as conservators care for 
it. A gantry, or rolling bridge, hovering 
above the table allows up to seven conser- 
vators to work, lying flat on their stom- 
achs, just 4 inches from the flag’s surface. 

The bridge won't deflect or vibrate, says 
Anthony Maher, a Washington-based proj- 
ect manager from the architectural and en- 
gineering firm KCF-SHG, which designed 
the room. A steady platform helps prevent 
workers from damaging threads of the flag 
as they work on stitches and stains. 

The amount of illumination in the lab is 
kept low—as dim as the dawn’s early 


light, one might say. Filters over light- 
bulbs remove ultraviolet radiation, 
and light reaches the flag only indi- 
rectly after bouncing off the walls. 
“Light probably causes the most 
damage over time,” says Thomassen- 
Krauss. Visitors can peer into the lab 
through a glass wall. 

On the basis of what the infrared 
camera has found, the conservators 
will choose cleaning fluids for each 
stain. Workers will drip the fluids 
through the fabric and remove the 
fumes and dirt with large “elephant 
noses,” hoses connected to a powerful ex- 
haust system. 

The conservators still aren’t sure how 
they will eventually protect and display 
the newly freshened flag. “Research is on- 
going,” says Thomassen-Krauss. 

The museum might sandwich the ban- 
ner between two layers of a sheer, mesh- 
like fabric and stitch them together 
through the flag’s holes and tears. Con- 
servators are also thinking about eventu- 
ally encasing the relic in a sealed cham- 
ber filled with an inert gas, such as neon, 
to prevent oxidation. 

Until then, museum visitors can watch 
the conservators at work. If everything 
goes according to plan, their treatment will 
ensure that the Star-Spangled Banner gal- 
lantly waves for generations tocome. (1) 
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